Origin of the 260-Day Cycle in Mesoamerica Malmstrom (1) has recently attempted to account for the origins of the Mesoamerican 260-day cycle, or sacred almanac, in terms of the interval between zenithal transits of the sun. His hypothesis is that the 260-day cycle originated in the narrow latitudinal band (14°42'N to 15°N) in whlich the sun is vertically overhead about 12-13 August and again 260 days later about 30 April-l May. Although this is one of the more stimulating hypotheses on the origins of the sacred almanac, there are serious objections which ought to be raised. It is not a new explanation; Malmstrom was anticipated by several earlier investigators (2) .
The most serious objection to explaining the origin of the sacred almanac in terms of the interval between zenithal sun positions has been forcefully expressed by Thompson (3, pp. 98-99 The nature of the 260-day cycle does 542 not force the conclusion that it was based upon a natural phenomenon. It could simply have resulted from the permutation of its subcycles (13 and 20, both important numbers in Mesoamerican thought), in the same way that the 52-year cycle resulted from the permutation of the 260-day cycle against the solar year (4). Thus, any argument for a correspondence with some natural phenomenon must be not merely plausible but compelling.
Malmstrom calls attention to the fact that the lowland site of Izapa is located within the critical latitudinal band, and to the fact that much of the earliest evidence for the use of the Long Count occurs in Late Preclassic contexts which are in some sense Izapan (at least stylistically). As he notes, however, this evidence occurs outside the critical zone, not at Izapa itself; moreover, it is by no means certain that Izapa was the center of this "culture." Malmstrom mentions but does not deal with the fact that the earliest presently known Mesoamerican calendar system-probably (but not unequivocally) involving a typical 260-day cycle-is that of Monte Alban I and II of highland Gaxaca, which is considerably earlier than the Izapan evidence (5).
Malmstrom, citing Thompson's (6) observations about the distribution of the fauna which lend their names to days in the sacred almanac, rejects the possibility of a highland origin. Although a strong case can be made for a lowland origin, the question is complex and cannot be resolved on the basis of this category of evidence alone. Thompson (7) has in fact recently reversed himself, arguing for a highland origin precisely on the basis of the day names.
Although it does not affect his arguments, Malmstrom's misuse of native terms is likely to add confusion to Mesoamerican calendrical studies and should be corrected. He refers to the 260-day cycle as the tzolkin or tonalainatl, and to the 52-year cycle as the tonalpohualli. Actually, tonalpohualli ("count of the days") refers to the 260-day cycle, and tonaldmatl ("book of the days") refers to the books in which it was depicted; xiuhmolpilli ("binding of the years") was the Nahuatl word for the 52-year cycle (8 
